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Abstract 
Not-for-profit community service organisations face a tension between managing a 
social mission and managing a business. This tension arises from the conflicting value 
sets underpinning social justice and neoliberalism. This research explores how 
practitioners in Queensland understand and negotiate this tension by examining how 
dominant structural influences shape the field and how individuals interact with and 
potentially disrupt this. Findings indicate that leaders in the field engage with this 
tension critically and creatively across multiple levels, and that managing this tension 
requires explicit consideration and resources, especially as organisations grow. 
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Not-for-profit community service organisations are value-based with their missions 
commonly underpinned by values of social justice, human rights, advocacy, altruism, 
cooperation and participation of communities and individuals in shaping the services 
and policies that impact their lives (Queensland Community Services Futures Forum, 
2007; Sanders & McClellan, 2012). These organisations work with marginalised 
groups to create positive individual outcomes, give voice to people’s experiences and 
influence broader system and structural change. To do this work, organisations must 
engage in a funding environment that requires them to adopt “business-like” practices 
that enact neoliberal values around market competition, individualism, growth, 
efficiency and productivity. These values can at times oppose the values and missions 
of not-for-profits, which creates an inherent tension in the not-for-profit field. How 
practitioners, leaders and organisations negotiate this tension impacts on their ability 
to facilitate social change.  
The purpose of this research is to explore how practitioners in Queensland understand 
and negotiate this tension by examining how dominant structural influences, such as 
neoliberalism, shape the field and how individuals interact with and potentially 
disrupt this. This research addresses the following questions: 
• How are leaders collectively responding to this tension by influencing the not-
for-profit field?  
• How do leaders respond to this tension in their management practice? 
To examine these questions, this report begins with a detailed examination of the research problem, followed by a literature review examining key structural 
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changes in the Australian not-for-profit field and its impact on organisations. The methodology section outlines the details of the methods used - a textual analysis of an industry-led policy process examines a collective response this tension, and interviews with leaders examine individual and organisational responses. The individuals interviewed have been kept anonymous and the findings and discussion are presented together to examine insights from data collection and analysis.  
This is a small, exploratory study conducted over a limited timeframe and geographical area. The findings are not transferable to other contexts, however they provide a contribution to discussion in the field and highlight opportunities for future research. 
About the researcher 
I have spent the last three years working with managers of not-for-profit community 
services and undertaking advocacy around structural change that impacts on their 
organisations and their work. This research has been prompted by my observations of 
this tension in the field, which I believe will increase in the coming years as more and 
more government services are outsourced to the not-for-profit sector. This research 
has provided an opportunity to explore this tension from a theoretical perspective and 
contribute to discussion within the field. 
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Research problem 
Not-for-profit community service organisations are value-based and their missions are 
commonly underpinned by values of social justice, human rights, advocacy, altruism, 
cooperation and participation of communities and individuals in shaping the services 
and policies that impact their lives (Queensland Community Services Futures Forum, 
2007; Sanders & McClellan, 2012). Not-for-profit organisations often operate on the 
fringes of mainstream service provision and work with marginalised groups to create 
positive individual outcomes, give voice to people’s experiences and influence 
broader system and structural change. This work and these values are articulated in an 
organisation's mission and is enacted through its activities. Organisational mission is 
central to the effectiveness of not-for-profits. Values and mission motivate 
employees, volunteers and funders to invest time, energy and resources into an 
organisation. These resources deliver positive, mission-related social outcomes and 
are fundamental for empowering marginalised groups and generating social change. 
(Bush, 1992; Minkoff & Powell, 2006, p. 591; Oster, 1995). 
To resource their missions and activities and to ensure their survival, Australian not-
for-profits must engage in a market and funding environment that is heavily 
influenced by neoliberalism. Burkett (2011) describes neoliberalism as:  
an economically driven political ideology that emphasizes the primacy of the 
free market and private enterprise and promotes individualism and 
competition. (p. 112) 
The pervasive and global nature of neoliberalism has impacted the operations, 
practice and financing of not-for-profits in a number of ways, particularly through the 
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trends of marketization, managerialism and commercialization. The overall effect 
being that organisations are expected to adopt or adapt practices and processes 
associated with for-profit businesses to survive (Burkett, 2011; Bush, 1992; Frances, 
2008; Landsberg, 2004; Minkoff & Powell, 2006; Sanders & McClellan, 2012). This 
is generally articulated in the sector as organisations needing to become more 
“business-like”, and is accompanied by the adoption of language and processes from 
the for-profit business world. (Bush, 1992; Dart, 2004; Landsberg, 2004; Minkoff & 
Powell, 2006; Sanders & McClellan, 2012). Surviving in this funding environment by 
adopting “business-like” practices frequently requires organisations to enact 
neoliberal values around market competition, individualism, growth, efficiency and 
productivity. These values can be viewed to be in opposition with the underlying 
values and missions of not-for-profits, which are based on justice, equity, advocacy, 
cooperation and participation of marginalised groups in decision-making. This 
environment induces organisations to participate in or to adopt neoliberal business 
practices, while at the same time they are often working with individuals, groups and 
communities who have been marginalised by neoliberal social and economic policies. 
Policies that organisations are also trying to influence and change. 
This conflict of values and practices has been described as a tension (Sanders & 
McClellan, 2012), a paradox (Landsberg, 2004) and even “neoliberal Twister” 
(Burkett, 2011, p. 114). How practitioners, leaders and organisations engage with this 
tension impacts their ability to engage with people and facilitate social change. This 
tension can be viewed across a number of levels. On an individual level, leaders and 
practitioners wrestle with their internal values and the context they are operating in. 
This is often centred around achieving positive outcomes for people while dealing 
with restrictions placed on them by funding and accountability requirements (Healy, 
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2002). At an organisational level, internal conflicts can arise when board members, 
managers and frontline workers hold opposing views on how managerialist practices 
may impact on service delivery and how mission is enacted (Landsberg, 2004). The 
effects of competition and pressure to survive can also see organisations take on 
contracts for activities that are not in line with their mission or values, leading to 
mission drift (Burkett, 2011; Minkoff & Powell, 2006). At a sector level, 
organisations can be applauded, rewarded and emulated or delegitimised, isolated and 
defunded based on their engagement with neoliberal ideology versus social justice 
and advocacy. Competition between organisations has also created a siloed service 
system, which is proving to be increasingly ineffective when addressing long-term, 
complex, multi-system issues such as poverty and homelessness (Bush, 1992; 
Carlyon, 2012). The tangible impacts of this tension render it worthy of inquiry.  
Trethewey & Ashcraft (2004, p. 81) argue that while these sorts of tensions are a 
normal part of organisational contexts as they become increasingly “complex and 
turbulent”: 
organizational tensions become a pressing matter when they are experienced 
by real women and men charged with negotiating formal and informal systems 
in everyday practice (Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004, p. 81) 
Trethewey & Ashcraft (2004) view tension as a problem to be negotiated, rather than 
solved. That “the question of how to live with tension – not merely how to eliminate it 
– [should be] a subject of applied enquiry” (Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004, p. 84). 
Taking a view that being business-like while meeting a social mission is an inherent 
tension to be negotiated in the not-for-profit sector, this research will examine the 
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impact of this tension across sectoral, organisational and individual levels by focusing 
on leaders and managers and asking the following questions: 
• How are leaders collectively responding to this tension by influencing the not-
for-profit field?  
• How do leaders respond to this tension in their management practice? 
Literature review 
This literature review will examine three broad trends related to neoliberalism that 
have impacted on the Australian not-for-profit community service field to create this 
tension. The impacts of this tension on organisations will be examined and a 
theoretical framework for understanding how broad structural trends influence and 
frame the practices of organisations and individuals will be provided.  
Neoliberal trends in Australian human service delivery 
At its heart, neoliberalism is about individuals, freedom of choice and facilitating 
these through free competitive markets. While neoliberalism understands the dignity 
of individuals, it focuses on “freedom of choice as a fundamental human right” 
(Healy, 2005, p. 29). This focus has the effect of placing significant personal 
responsibility on individuals to change their own circumstances within a competitive 
environment that is about survival (Leonard, 1997). Not-for-profit organisations come 
from the same humanistic base that places value on the dignity and worth of 
individuals. However, their human rights and social justice frameworks also impel 
them to look beyond the individual and examine broader structural influences and 
constraints on their lives. Not-for-profit organisations, particularly those involved in 
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social movements, tend to think in terms of communities and collectives, as well as 
individuals. The idea of the free market is a central tenant of neoliberalism, with 
competition being seen to increase productivity and effectiveness based on the needs 
and demands of individuals as consumers. This idea in particular has influenced how 
not-for-profit community service organisations are viewed, funded and expected to 
behave. This is reflected through the trends of marketization, managerialism and 
commercialization. 
Marketization and new public management 
Marketization has significantly impacted on how not-for-profit organisations relate to 
each other, and how they work together to achieve social change. Marketization 
describes the process that has seen governments move from the direct provision of 
social services to a contracting out or purchasing these services from private and not-
for-profit organisations (Carson & Kerr, 2012; Lawler & Bilson, 2010; McDonald, 
1997). This process has created a competitive quasi-market in which not-for-profits 
compete with each other for government contracts to deliver social services. As 
Australian not-for-profits obtain a large proportion of their income from government 
contracts (Productivity Commission, 2010), marketization and the ongoing 
privatization of social services has created significant unrest within a sector that 
values cooperation, but must now compete against each other to survive. Carson and 
Kerr (2012) summarise the impacts of marketization: 
The quasi-market model itself has fragmented the Third Sector in Australia to 
the extent that it currently does not have a unified voice, vision or plan for its 
own future, is suffering from problems with morale, staff attraction and 
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retention, and indeed a degree of inertia to change its modus operandi in ways 
that will challenge the current policy and funding regime and ultimately 
achieve better outcomes for its client groups (Carson & Kerr, 2012, p. 1). 
This process of marketization is considered part of the new public management 
discourse, which emerged in Australia in the 1990s (Healy, 2002). Activities, 
processes and rhetorics associated with new public management are deeply rooted in 
neoliberalism and can be considered across six broad categories: 
1. Productivity – delivering more services, of higher quality, for less money. 
This is often seen to encompass understandings of efficiency, effectiveness 
and value for money. 
2. Marketization – use of competitive markets to select the most efficient and 
effective services. This is seen to drive productivity. 
3. Service orientation – giving citizens a choice of services, and customer 
satisfaction. This reflects the neoliberal emphasis on individuals and freedom 
of choice. 
4. Deregulation, delegation and decentralization – operational decision making 
occurring on the ground. This reflects a shift away from government to 
individuals and businesses. 
5. Separating policy making from implementation  
6. Accountability – performance assured “through contracts or agreements 
specifying outputs and a system of accrual accounting”. This can be seen to 
reflect government risk management practices being passed onto contracted 
suppliers of human services and has led to the trend of managerialism across 
the sector. (Gadkari, 2010, pp. 66-67) 
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Marketization and new public management reflects the increasing influence of 
neoliberalism and is tied to the decline of the Keynsian welfare state (McDonald, 
1997). Neoliberal ideology is well known for viewing any kind of government 
intervention with contempt; seeing government’s existence as a dangerous 
concentration of power that meddles with the free market and reduces individual 
freedom by charging taxes (Friedman, 1982). The global dominance of neoliberalism 
has eroded the assumption that governments should be responsible for the care of 
citizens by providing health or social care, as these are often not viewed as public 
goods and therefore place an extra burden on individual tax payers (Healy, 2005; 
Leonard, 1997). While it is not politically advantageous to remove all health care and 
social services, the state continues to distance itself from direct service provision. The 
state is attempting to legitimize itself by incorporating “the image of the market and 
market-like relationships into public policy and the state” by taking on the role of a 
purchaser (McDonald, 1997, p. 353). On the surface, this can be viewed as extremely 
positive for not-for-profit community service organisations, as they can compete for 
and win more resources to enhance their sustainability and meet their mission. 
However, government contracts come with significant accountability and compliance 
requirements that project governments' preoccupation with risk management onto 
organisations and draws significant attention and resources away from mission and 
towards service management (Carson & Kerr, 2012).  
Managerialism 
Government contracts are increasingly prescriptive, constrain the operations of 
organisations and place considerable compliance burdens onto organisations (Carson 
& Kerr, 2012; McDonald, 1997; Ryan, Newton, & McGregor-Lowndes, 2008). The 
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accountability requirements attached to delivering government-funded services has 
led to widespread managerialism. This process highlights the need for professional 
managers within organisations, who do not necessarily require experience in 
delivering human services (Lawler & Bilson, 2010). The notion of a professional 
manager holds that management practices across organisations are fairly similar, and 
that “there is no difference between running a factory and running a hospital” (Flynn, 
1990, p. 178). There is an argument that managerialism runs counter to the process of 
marketization, as it removes the individual from the focus of the organisation, and 
replaces it with a focus on risk and control (Harris, 2003). However, managerialism 
can be seen as the by-product of outsourcing government delivered services with an 
emphasis on mitigating risk through business management methods. Managing these 
government contracts has required organisations to acquire management expertise, 
generally from the for-profit world. This has brought with it business practices, 
language and underlying neoliberal values that have permeated the way not-for-profit 
organisations operate.  
Government contracts are highly sought after as they are often viewed as bringing a 
degree of financial security to organisations. However with their high compliance 
costs and individually focused outputs, managers and practitioners often find 
themselves too involved in the day-to-day delivery of services to engage in broader 
advocacy and systems change (Minkoff & Powell, 2006). Given that most Australian 
not-for-profits are almost fully funded by government grants (Productivity 
Commission, 2010), the overall effect of these increasing constraints is frustration. 
This is driving organisations to turn to alternative income sources to resource 
advocacy and longer-term work that falls outside of government contracted outputs 
(Healy, 2002). 
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Commercialization - generating profit for mission 
Australian not-for-profit organisations are increasingly looking at opportunities to 
raise funds through profit-generating business activities and social enterprises. This 
process requires organisations to learn and apply business practices and often involves 
the recruitment of people from for-profit business backgrounds into leadership roles – 
either as managers or on boards. Dees and Anderson (2003) describe this process of 
commercialization as “sector-bending”, as the lines between for-profit and not-for-
profit activities become increasingly blurred. They outline four types of behaviour 
organisations commonly use: 
• Imitation and conversion – adopting strategies, concepts, tools and practices of 
the business world. 
• Interaction – for-profits and not-for-profits entering relationships as 
competitors, contractors and collaborators. 
• Intermingling – describes hybrid organisations that have a for-profit arm and a 
not-for-profit arm. An example would be organisations that run for-profit 
charity shops to generate income to support research and advocacy. 
• Industry creation – new fields of practice that take on a distinct identity, for 
example community development finance and social impact investment.  
(Dees & Anderson, 2003, pp. 17-18) 
Dees and Anderson (2003) are strongly in favour of the processes of 
commercialization and “sector-blurring”, arguing that this process will lead to “more 
effective and appropriate resource allocation” (p. 18), “more sustainable solutions” (p. 
19), “increased accountability” (p. 20), and “greater financial strength and capacity” 
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(p. 20). While Dees and Anderson (2003, pp. 21-22) touch on the risks of 
commercialization – mission drift, lower service quality and decline in advocacy – the 
complexity of these issues are largely dismissed as underlying faith in the market and 
strong, entrepreneurial leadership is seen to be the obvious answer. This viewpoint is 
deeply embedded in neoliberal values based on free market competition as applied to 
not-for-profit organisations and the work they do. This also reflects what Dalton and 
Casey (2008) describe as the tendency in social enterprise and fundraising literature to 
avoid problematising not-for-profits “going commercial”. This has led to “activities 
such as developing partnerships with business, or establishing social enterprises, 
[being] seen in the sector as good practice” rather than being examined critically in 
terms of mission (Dalton & Casey, 2008, p. 166).  
While critiques of commercialization and social enterprise exist, these approaches 
remain extremely dominant, and appeal not just to government funding bodies keen to 
reduce the costs of supporting citizens, but to the not-for-profit leaders, board 
members and managers tasked with keeping their organisations afloat while trying to 
meet their social missions. Income derived from for-profit enterprises is deemed to 
provide the flexibility that is denied when delivering government contracted services. 
In this context, becoming more business-like brings with it the promise of capital and 
capacity for innovation (Frances, 2008; Pallotta, 2013). However, there is evidence 
from the United States, particularly from the not-for-profit fields of health and 
education, that commercialization brings its own set of challenges and can just as 
equally draw organisational energy and resources away from accomplishing mission 
as government contracts (Gibelman & Demone, 2002; Weisbrod, 1998; Young, 2002) 
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Impacts of structural change on organisations  
Mission drift 
The biggest risk the tension between managing a social mission and being business-
like places on organisations is mission drift. While organisational missions can and do 
change over time, mission drift: 
reflects the process through which organizational goals can be deflected or 
sacrificed in the interests of organizational survival, or as a result of loss of 
focus (Minkoff & Powell, 2006, p. 592)  
In a comprehensive review of case studies of not-for-profit organisations in the 
United States, Minkoff and Powell (2006) identify these critical influences in the 
changing of the not-for-profit mission: 
• Organizational life cycle – size and age of an organisation  
• Volunteerism versus professionalism – moving from a grassroots volunteer 
base to a professional workforce 
• Mission versus mandate – “mission as concerned with creating social value or 
contributing to public good” versus mandates “imposed by external bodies, be 
they funders, governments or standard-setting or accreditation agencies”. 
• Changing relations with government 
(Minkoff & Powell, 2006, p. 593) 
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In considering the processes of marketization, managerialism and commercialization, 
mission versus mandate and changing relationships with government are critical 
factors influencing mission drift in Australian not-for-profits. The influence of 
organisation life cycle, specifically the size and age of organisations, on mission drift 
also bears examining as there is strong tension within in the not-for-profit sector 
around the notion of “big versus small organisations”. Minkoff and Powell (2006) 
found through analysing multiple case studies that larger and more established 
organisations appear more resilient to mission stretch as they tend to have multiple 
income sources and secured legitimacy. These organisations are:  
the most likely to be able to undertake significant modifications in strategy 
and activities and to withstand the disruptive effects of organizational change 
(Minkoff & Powell, 2006, p. 608 emphasis in original).  
Conversely, smaller, younger organisations, which are often in more vulnerable 
financial situations, are at greater risk of mission dilution as the constant battle for 
survival can pull them in multiple directions. While the authors do not define exactly 
what they mean by small, medium and large organisations, they do comment that very 
small organisations, staffed largely by volunteers are “so deeply engaged in day-to-
day survival that they are possibly shielded from or unaware of many external 
pressures” (Minkoff & Powell, 2006, p. 608). Whereas medium organisations “appear 
to be most vulnerable to external pressures and most likely to chase after new funding 
sources” (Minkoff & Powell, 2006, p. 608). This description of medium sized 
organisations corresponds with Burkett’s (2011) observation that for community 
organisations which struggle to receive funding, their mission and objectives are 
likely to fall in line with those of their government funded programs. For these 
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organisations a loss of government funding would mean their demise, which creates a 
power imbalance between the organisation and their funding body. This can have the 
effect of making managers afraid to advocate to funders and seek outcomes that align 
with their mission and purpose (Burkett, 2011).  
The loss of advocacy 
Not-for-profit community service organisations work with people on the fringes of 
society. When driven by a social justice framework, they not only support people to 
make changes in their own lives, they strive to influence and change the social and 
political structures that create inequality. It is through these activities on multiple 
levels that they work towards their mission. Marketization and managerialism place 
organisations in a context that holds organisational survival and contract management 
as a central focus. This may make an organisation more financially stable, but as 
Minkoff and Powell (2006, p. 607) note, “there is a common lifecycle for not-for-
profit organisations as they move from advocacy to service”. This lifecycle is often 
coupled with workforce professionalisation and entails a shift from a political 
birthplace to a service delivery role. This process is most notable in the social 
movement field and is summarised as: 
Advocacy and community-based organizations … may retreat from their 
distinctive commitment to the public good, opting for a more legitimate and 
comfortable service role as they become more invested in organizational 
survival, pursuing individual-level solutions to social problems (Minkoff & 
Powell, 2006, p. 594). 
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While it is possible for organisations to maintain their political advocacy as they age 
and grow, this tends to be the exception. Larger, more established organisations with 
multiple resource bases and greater legitimacy are better placed to engage in 
advocacy activities (Minkoff & Powell, 2006). This shift away from advocacy due to 
government contracts could explain why Australian not-for-profit organisations are 
increasingly attracted to alternative income streams, with the additional income 
potentially funding advocacy and other longer-term activities. The loss of advocacy 
from the organisations that support marginalized people in policy discussions can lead 
to the further marginalization of people who are already invisible to mainstream 
politics.  
Uncritical adoption of business rhetoric and practices 
The dominant nature of the business and survival imperatives inherent within the not-
for-profit field can also lead to the uncritical adoption of business rhetoric and 
practices. Sanders and McClellan (2012) undertook an ethnographic study of a US 
not-for-profits to “examine local, situated understandings of the business-like 
imperative" in everyday talk and interaction (Sanders & McClellan, 2012, p. 2). In 
analysing their findings, the authors note that: 
the unquestioning and unreflective use of business discourse to describe the 
organization's work suppressed the tension inherent in talking about pursing a 
social mission in a market economy, rendering it as unimportant and thus non-
existent … [this] re-legitimizes business-like logics as preferred ways of 
knowing the organization and suppresses alternative ways to know and 
practice nonprofit work (Sanders & McClellan, 2012, p. 13)  
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Sanders and McClellan (2012) argue that the dominance of the business imperative 
limits our ability to understand and consider alternatives for organising not-for-
profits. 
Competition versus cooperation 
One alternative for organising not-for-profits involves rejecting competitive market 
values in favour of cooperative approaches that are in line with sector values of 
collaborative and collective practice. Bush (1992) argues that a cooperative approach 
“both within and between nonprofit organizations … [is] a more viable means of 
accomplishing mission, maintaining public support, and solidifying the traditional 
independence of the sector” (Bush, 1992, p. 400). This argument is supported by 
growing evidence that competitive market approaches to social services only suit 
certain community needs and target groups, and is not useful for working with 
communities with complex needs and addressing significant social problems such as 
poverty that require longer-term, holistic and cooperative approaches across a broad 
range of systems (Bush, 1992; Dart, 2004; Keast, Mandell, Brown, & Woolcock, 
2004).  
The opportunity to dispense with competitive market values to tackle significant 
social problems appeals to many not-for-profit organisations. Yet as Hall (2010) notes 
that in the United States and United Kingdom, organisational mergers and strategic 
alliances continue to remain focused on organisational survival rather than 
community need. A key challenge for not-for-profits into the future is how to engage 
with their missions and look outside of their organisations to work cooperatively and 
broadly to achieve lasting social change.  
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Theoretical framework 
The dominance of policies and practices influenced by neoliberal ideologies, such as 
competitive markets has substantially changed the not-for-profit community services 
field in the past 30 years. An overwhelming indicator of this dominance is a general 
acceptance of marketization, managerialism and commercialization in the literature 
and in the field. These are no longer forces to be overtly fought, they are critiqued, but 
are generally accepted and managed. However, people are not always victims of their 
circumstances, and resistance to these forces can and does occur through the practices 
of the individuals who work or volunteer for mission-driven not-for-profit 
organisations. It is the purpose of this research to understand how dominant structural 
influences, such as neoliberalism, shape the field and how individuals interact with 
and potentially disrupt this. To achieve this, this study uses institutional theory to 
provide a framework for examining the “social structures that influence and regulate 
behavior” (Haugh & Peredo, 2011, p. 9). Institutional theory is often applied to the 
study of organisations and industries (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) and provides a 
schema for examining how practitioners manage this tension across sector, 
organisational and individual levels. 
The not-for-profit sector as an institutional sector 
McDonald (1997) argues that “the not-for-profit human services sector may be 
characterized as an institutional sector” (p. 344) and frames the not-for-profit sector in 
Australia as an institution undergoing significant change due to the effects of 
economic rationalism and managerialism. McDonald and Chenoweth (2009) describe 
recent welfare reforms promoted by the neoliberal project, such as marketization and 
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new public management, as providing a new institutional logic for the Australian 
welfare industry. Institutional logics are viewed as “defining the content and meaning 
of institutions” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 100). An institutional logics approach 
assumes that:  
the interests, values, and assumptions of individuals and organizations are 
embedded within prevailing institutional logics. Decisions and outcomes are a 
result of the interplay between individual agency and institutional structure. 
(Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 103) 
Prevailing institutional logics are in essence the ‘rules of the game’, “and shape what 
constitutes both ‘problems’ and their ‘solutions’. Changes in the institutional logic of 
a field over time leads to changes in the functioning and behaviour of constituents.” 
(McDonald & Chenoweth, 2009, p. 103). In the case of the not-for-profit sector, the 
social and business imperatives represent competing logics within the organisational 
field. However, the overwhelming acceptance of marketization, managerialism and 
commercialization in the field indicates the dominance of neoliberal business logics.  
McDonald and Chenoweth (2009) describe this as: 
Full institutionalization, wherein the logic of neo-liberalism has such an 
overwhelming degree of cognitive legitimacy it has become taken-for-
granted… Once an institutional logic becomes dominant, the subsequent 
attitudes, attention and behaviours of influential actors (such as organisational 
managers and executives) become isomorphic with it. (p. 104) 
 23 
Isomorphism describes the process by which organisations or actors in a given 
population come to resemble one another as they face the same set of environmental 
constraints (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  
Institutional work and leaders in the Queensland not-for-profit sector 
Rather than view individuals as being passive victims of institutions, neoinstitutional 
theory highlights the role of individuals and organisations in creating, maintaining 
and disrupting institutions. Institutional work is defined as “the purposive action of 
individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting 
institutions” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, p. 215). This action can be  
highly visible and dramatic, as often illustrated in research on institutional 
entrepreneurship, but much of it [is] nearly invisible and often mundane, as in 
the day-to-day adjustments, adaptations, and compromises of actors 
attempting to maintain institutional arrangements (Lawrence, Suddaby, & 
Leca, 2009, p. 1) 
This view of action allows research to examine both the large and small ways 
individuals and organisations respond to institutional processes. This understanding of 
institutional work is used to explore how leaders in the not-for-profit community 
services sector view and manage the impacts of the tension between being business-
like and achieving a social mission. 
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Context of this research 
This research seeks to explore how practitioners engage with and manage the tension 
inherent in this field as they strive to remain mission-focused and generate positive 
outcomes for individuals and communities. Empirical work has been done specifically 
around this tension (Dart, 2004; Sanders & McClellan, 2012) and its impact on 
organisations, such as mission drift (Bennett & Savani, 2011). These studies are 
limited to case studies and ethnomethodology approaches, which limit the 
understanding of these tensions to an organisational level. There has also been limited 
work done around this tension in Australia. One study by Healy (2002) of Australian 
managers of not-for-profit community services has examined the tension between 
social justice principles and the emerging context of social welfare relating to 
marketization and new public management. This study focused on manager’s 
perceptions of progressive welfare management practices, and while examining the 
threats and opportunities to the broader sector, it did not specifically examine how 
these tensions were being negotiated through practice. This research contributes to the 
literature by specifically examining how Australian practitioners negotiate this tension 
within their organisations, and how they can work collectively to disrupt the effects of 
marketization on the field.  
Methodology 
This research project takes the view that being business-like while trying to achieve a 
social mission is an inherent tension to be negotiated in the not-for-profit community 
services field across sectoral, organisational and individual levels. To examine this 
phenomenon, the project asks the following questions: 
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• How are leaders collectively responding to this tension by influencing the not-
for-profit field?  
• How do leaders respond to this tension in their management practice? 
As this research seeks to examine how practitioners negotiate this tension across 
multiple levels, data was collected using a framework adapted from Caldwell (1995). 
Caldwell is a media scholar who studies the cultural practices and belief systems 
within the film and television industry, focusing on a range of professionals in this 
field. In his study Production Culture: Industrial reflexivity and critical practice in 
film and television (1995) Caldwell uses a cultural-industrial method that looks at data 
across four areas of analysis. These are: 
• textual analysis of trade and worker artifacts 
• interviews with workers 
• ethnographic field observation of production spaces and professional 
gatherings  
• economic/industrial analysis (Caldwell, 1995, p. 345) 
By adapting this methodology, this study is able to address the research questions 
through a textual analysis of industry policy documents and interviews with field 
workers. The textual analysis will examine how the sector is acting collectively to 
manage this tension and influence the field. Interviews with workers in the field are 
used to examine how individual managers are negotiating this tension in their 
everyday practice. Managers hold key leadership positions within not-for-profit 
organisations. These roles encompass the responsibility of ensuring organisational 
survival while achieving mission related objectives (Bush, 1992). The leaders of 
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organisations are often tasked not only with managing internal change, but responding 
to and preparing for external changes in the not-for-profit field. Industry literature 
often cites good leadership as being vital for meeting an organisation’s mission and 
ensuring its survival (Bush, 1992; Carlyon, 2012; Wiseman, 2009). The work done by 
Healy (2002) which focuses on the perceptions of human service managers also 
provides a precedence for this approach. While it is not within the scope of this study 
to undertake ethnographic field observations of professional gatherings, this project 
has been prompted by the researcher’s observations and discussions at gatherings of 
not-for-profit professionals over the last three years. An analysis of the industry 
context that contributes to this tension has been provided in the literature review. 
Limitations and Scope 
As this research forms a part of a small, Master’s thesis with short time frames and 
limited financial resources, there are limitations to the size and scope of the study. 
The overall sample size of interviewees, who were all recruited through the 
researcher’s professional network, is small (4). While one interview respondent 
worked for a statewide service, all of the respondents were located in Brisbane, 
Australia. This restricts the sample to reflect the experiences of managers within an 
urban setting. As the sample size is small and does not take into account specific 
factors associated with regional and remote service delivery, the results cannot be 
directly transferred to those contexts.  
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Data collection and analysis 
Textual analysis 
For the purposes of this research, two textual documents will be analysed. Textual 
analysis is consistent with institutional studies (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) and 
involves a critical examination of the key themes and rhetoric in materials developed 
by and for not-for-profit professionals. Caldwell (1995) examines industry texts 
across three levels: 
• Fully embedded deep texts and rituals – intra-group relations – internal 
documents and exchanges between professionals, not to be made publicly 
available 
• Semi embedded deep texts and rituals – inter group relations – documents and 
exchanges that can be viewed by the public, but are primarily targeting 
professionals in the same field.  
• Publicly disclosed deep texts and rituals – extra-group relations – documents 
and exchanges that have been designed for public consumption (Caldwell, 
1995, pp. 346-347).  
Of the two textual documents examined one is a fully embedded deep text, and the 
other is a semi embedded deep text. The texts chosen are Working Together: A green 
paper and the project brief given to the author of this work. The Working Together 
paper is the result of an internal, industry driven policy process. It is a piece of 
institutional work, led by industry professionals, that reflects an attempt to shift from 
competitive to cooperative practice. 
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A critical discourse analysis was undertaken to examine these texts, which is 
consistent with analysing policy. Policy creates a discursive framework for a problem. 
This framework allows for an analysis of how issues are represented, “whose interests 
are represented and whose are excluded, and the power evident in these 
representations” (Henderson, 2005, p. 245). Attention was paid during the analysis to 
rhetoric, which is an approach “concerned primarily with the strategic dimensions of 
discourse” (Cheney, Christensen, Conrad, & Lair, 2004, p. 84 emphasis in original). 
This approach reflects the nature of the documents, which were designed to frame a 
particular debate, stimulate discussion and prompt practice change. This form of 
analysis assists in developing an understanding of these texts as an example of 
institutional work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).  
Interviews with leaders in the not-for-profit field 
Three managers and one consultant were interviewed for this study. These managers 
were recruited using purposive sampling via the researcher's professional network. 
Managers were selected on the basis of their commitment to their communities and 
mission while leading a number of business-like practices. These organisations are 
considered to be proactive, strategic and mission-focused. Care was also taken to 
select participants from a range of organisational sizes and arrangements. The gender 
of participants was also taken into consideration. The details of these managers and 
their organisations is summarised in Table 1. A fourth interview was conducted with 
the consultant who authored the Working Together green paper. This consultant also 
works with managers and CEOs of not-for-profit organisations around collaboration. 




























* Small (1 - 19 employees), Medium (20 - 99 employees), Large (100+ employees) - (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1999) 
 
Table 1 - Details of leaders interviewed 
Organisation 
Respondent Details Organisation Details 
Gender Time in the sector 
Role Practice 
framework Service areas Size* Geographic area 
A Male 20 + years Coordinator Community 
development 
Intellectual disability and 
youth 
Medium North-east Brisbane 
B Female 15 years Manager Feminist, anti-
oppressive and 
strengths-based 
Youth – crisis support, 
health services, accessing 
education and training, 
housing and supporting 
accommodation including 
a specialist women’s 
housing service 
Medium Brisbane – inner suburbs 
C Male 2 years Director of 
Mission 
Person-centered  Early childhood, child 
protection, community 
and affordable housing, 
retirement and aged care 
(community and 
residential) 




The data from the texts and interviews were analysed to investigate the presence, 
nature and scope of institutional work in collective activities and the leader's 
individual and organisational practices. The web-based qualitative software program 
Dedoose was used to systematically code documents and interview transcripts to pick 
up key themes from the literature, common rhetorics and other emerging trends. 
Attention was paid to commonalities in managers' responses, strategic responses to 
institutional pressures and evidence of institutional work. The coding hierarchy used 
is available in Appendix A.  
Findings and Discussion 
The results and analysis will be presented together and examined with reference to the 
key research questions and other emerging themes. 
How are leaders collectively responding to this tension by influencing the field?  
The textual analysis and interview with the author of the Working Together paper 
provided an understanding of the context and drive for this piece of institutional work 
and its impact. Through analysis of the Working Together paper and the project brief, 
the deliberate framing of this work was very clear, further highlighting this as a piece 
of institutional work.  
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Context of the Working Together paper 
The Working Together green paper was commissioned and written to stimulate 
discussion and change in the sector to look at new ways of working within the field. 
The paper was commissioned by the Community Services Futures Forum, a coalition 
of over 50 statewide service providers, peaks, and statewide and regional networks. 
From 2007 to 2010 leaders within the sector had come together through the Futures 
Forum to progress a number of strategic actions. By 2011, discussion had drifted 
away from being proactive and was instead focusing on funding models and the 
tension of big versus small organisations. At the same time, UnitingCare Queensland 
had also released A Scan of Disadvantage in Queensland 2010d, urging community 
organisations to change the way they worked. This report provided evidence that 
current ways of working were doing little to shift entrenched disadvantage. Along 
with this evidence and a number of impending government reforms, the Futures 
Forum decided to commission the Working Together paper to stimulate new 
discussion and debate, and to foster change towards more collaborative practices... 
From competition and survival to cooperation and community outcomes 
One of the key questions that framed the Working Together paper was "If what we do 
and how we do business isn't working, how can we proactively change ourselves, 
rather than be victims of government reforms and funding patterns?" The paper draws 
on emerging research around collective impact and place-based responses to 
community need, and looks at the benefits of organisations working collaboratively 
through sharing information and business resources. While designed to stimulate 
discussion, the paper is framed specifically to make a compelling argument to shift 
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from competitive to collaborative practices. This argument for practice change arises 
directly from the destructive consequences of marketization on a sector that has 
historically valued collaborative approaches and practice (Bush, 1992; Carson & 
Kerr, 2012; Healy, 2002; Landsberg, 2004). This contradicts the belief that a more 
competitive market leads to more effective and efficient social outcomes (Dees & 
Anderson, 2003). 
The Working Together paper is an example of institutional work by a group of leaders 
who are purposively acting to disrupt the current assumptions of the not-for-profit 
field. Lawrence and Suddaby (2006, p. 237) describe one process of disrupting 
institutions as undermining the core assumptions and beliefs used to keep institutions 
in place. In this case, one of the core assumptions influencing the field is the notion 
that marketization and the use of competitive tendering will deliver a more efficient 
and effective service system that creates better outcomes for individuals. The Working 
Together paper counters this belief by presenting evidence that the current system, 
which was built in a competitive environment, is failing to address the causes and 
effects of entrenched disadvantage in a number of communities in Queensland. The 
paper sets the challenge for collaboration to be driven by community outcomes rather 
than just organisational survival, but also makes a case for collaboration based on 
sharing business practices as the potential cost savings that can be used to deliver on 
mission. Lawrence and Suddaby (2006, p. 237) note that "institutions are kept in place 
by the costs associated with actors moving away from taken-for-granted patterns of 
practice, technologies and rules" and that institutional work which disrupts 
institutions is effective when  
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it removes the costs in some way, facilitates new ways of acting that replace 
existing templates, or decreases the perceived risks of innovation and 
differentiation (p. 237).  
The Working Together paper seeks not only to decrease some of the perceived risks of 
innovation, but also to begin the process of disruption by making a compelling case 
for change and providing examples and potential directions for this change.  
Impacts of the Working Together paper 
The response to the Working Together paper has been varied but there has been a 
general acceptance of the paper's argument. In Queensland, the paper has been used to 
structure discussions on collaboration between the boards and CEOs of multiple 
organisations and has also stimulated a move to develop a Community Services 
Industry Body. The paper has also been praised by the State Government and has 
gained traction in the community sectors in Victoria and the Australian Capital 
Territory. Many organisations in the sector are currently looking at collaborative 
opportunities, which in the current political climate of reducing government funding, 
are predominantly driven by organisational survival. While work is being done to 
examine how community-based responses focusing on outcomes can be progressed, it 
remains uncertain how collaborative approaches based on outcomes will fare in an 
increasingly competitive field. The Working Together paper is an example of how 
leaders in the sector have come together collectively to influence the field towards a 
mission-focused way of working that aligns with values of cooperation rather than 
competition. 
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How are leaders responding to this tension in their management practice? 
During interviews, all of the respondents described a critical organisational moment 
where they faced a challenge to their survival or their mission. These critical moments 
required managers and their organisations to critically engage with a problem that was 
related to the tension of being business-like and having a social mission. These 
critical moments will be examined and will be related to relevant literature. 
Quality versus quantity - Organisation A 
For Organisation A, one of the biggest challenges to mission are the processes 
imposed on their organisation by new public management and managerialism. This 
organisation seeks to build inclusive communities where marginalized people have 
self-direction, adequate resources and supportive relationships. The core of this 
organisation's mission is a particular way of working with people to achieve these 
goals. As described in their mission statement, all organisational objectives should be 
enacted out in ways that are: 
• Respectful, kind and encourage one’s own control  
• Flexible, innovative and responsive, leading and giving hope  
• Diverse, fun and address the whole self 
• Written down and shared with others  
• Well-resourced and heading toward self-sufficiency  
• Co-operative and collaborative and value all opinions  
• Seek feedback and question deficiencies  
• Challenge society and change it, acting politically 
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• Stable, keeping core values and vitality 
The organisation receives government funding to deliver its services and are 
contracted to deliver a certain number of outputs - x hours of service delivered to x 
number of clients - and meet relevant quality systems and other compliance 
requirements. These requirements are very focused on risk management and apply 
accountability systems that are used across all organisations that receive government 
funding. For an organisation that values a flexible, innovative and responsive way of 
working with people, a one-size fits all approach to organisational management 
imposed by a funding body can potentially disrupt how the organisation works with 
people. The Coordinator describes his approach to managing this tension: 
Well my philosophy and relationship to that is that basically I have to try and 
shield the workers and the organisation from the negative impacts of that 
model as far as possible, and that I need to promote other values.   
This process of shielding means giving workers the space and the resources to do 
their job as creatively and flexibly as possible so they can focus on the quality and the 
effectiveness of their work. For this organisation, this has meant setting up managerial 
and organisational practices that avoid imposing unnecessary paperwork and 
administration on frontline workers. In addition, professional supervision and 
reflective practice is embedded in the organisation and management structures are as 
transparent as possible.  
The tension between the organisation's mission and service framework and the 
increasing focus on productivity and efficiency plays out in interactions between the 
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organisation and their government funders. The Coordinator described a process of 
negotiation with the State Government around the outputs of a pilot program that had 
been funded following significant advocacy and research on behalf of the 
organisation. During this negotiation, there was pressure coming from government to 
increase the numbers of clients being serviced. The Coordinator recalls: 
The managers in the government were … trying to make the case up the 
system. So we said our focus is on the quality of what we do. The government 
bureaucrat came back and said "let’s worry about the numbers now, we can 
worry about the quality later". We said no, we’re not going to do that. You 
know, we’ll meet the contracted agreement, which is fifteen. 
This pressure to increase the numbers of clients being serviced comes in response to 
unmet need in the given community. However, this tendency for services to increase 
client numbers often requires a decrease in service quality or in the length of time a 
service can be provided. In their study of business-like activities and models in not-
for-profits, Dart (2004) found that when a Canadian mental health service adjusted its 
service model to deal with a significant waiting list, it restricted its length of 
intervention. This rendered the service no longer appropriate for hard-to-serve clients, 
such as those with an Intellectual Disability, as they are typically more complex and 
require long term interventions. The Coordinator of Organisation A is highly critical 
of these trends, considering them to be part of new public management and 
managerialism, which he views as highly flawed: 
I mean one of the other elements of that sort of model, that efficiency model, is 
that it also sets itself output measures which actually undermine effectiveness, 
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which aren’t true to effectiveness. So there are these furphies1 that people will 
be fixed up after six interventions or six counseling sessions or two months of 
work or three months of work. There’s an inbuilt tendency to move off the 
people who are seen as non-compliant or difficult in some way, who don’t fit 
into the program that’s being offered.   
This tendency for services to shift away from complex cases further marginalizes 
individuals, which is in opposition with Organisation A's mission and values. To work 
with marginalised people the Coordinator believes that work should be holistic, long-
term and flexible in response to where people are at. By insisting on limiting their 
contracted number of clients to focus on the quality of service delivery in line with 
their mission and values, Organisation A demonstrates a strategic response to 
institutional processes. The strategy used in this case was defiance, a challenge to 
existing rules and requirements within an the institutional setting (Oliver, 1991). In 
this instance, the challenge was placed against a dominant force that influences and 
shapes the field. In a small way, this action disrupted a prevailing institutional logic 
that gives power to government as a purchaser of services. This challenge does not 
occur without risk, and the Coordinator remains unsure of what the repercussions of 
this action will be. The contract for this service expires in 2014 and given the 
significant government reform occurring in the area of service delivery there is a 
possibility that funding for this program will be lost. However, for Organisation A, 
delivering a service that reflects organisational mission and values, with a model that 
has proven to be effective, is worth the risk. 
                                                 
1 Australian slang for a rumour or false story 
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Amalgamating to survive - Organisation B 
One of the respondents was the manager of an organisation that recently amalgamated 
into Organisation B. This amalgamation had been driven by organisational survival, 
which reflects what Hall (2010) found to be the most common driver for mergers and 
strategic alliances. The original organisation was a small, feminist organisation which 
was reliant on a government contract for 90 per cent of its funding. They also had a 
$20,000 operational shortfall. Fundraising for this shortfall had been attempted, 
however the organisation found it difficult to raise funds to maintain an organisation 
and struggled to compete with the fundraising efforts of larger not-for-profit 
organisations. While addressing the organisation's survival required significant 
engagement with business principles, the process used to identify the need to 
amalgamate and choose their partner organisation clearly reflected their mission and 
values.  
As a feminist organisation their mission, values and service approach are informed by 
a feminist analysis and anti-oppressive and collective practices. These practices are 
reflected in the organisation's management structure and processes. While there was 
some degree of hierarchy within the organisation, the structure remained relatively 
flat and close knit. The organisation consisted of a board, a manager and staff, all of 
whom worked very collectively. Staff and board are involved in strategic planning for 
this organisation, and all were involved in the decision to amalgamate with another 
organisation. The decision to look into a collaborative merger option was also 
influenced by a broader discussion in the sector around the benefits of these 
approaches, as reflected in the Working Together paper. While it was not appropriate 
to involve their clients in all stages of the process, the board and manager sought to 
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include and empower staff members as much as possible. This process reflects the 
organisation's commitment to collective processes and decision-making. The manager 
describes the process: 
At each stage the board would communicate back to the staff team about 
where the merger was at, about reflecting ... what positions will look like into 
the future, what will the change look like, what are some of the assurances, 
what are some of the risks? ... in terms of self-determination for our staff team, 
about encouraging a staff team to think from a business perspective to think 
long-term, it is really empowering to include them in the decision-making 
process. 
The Manager of this service understands business perspectives or being business 
minded as being able to think strategically and creatively and to understand the cost 
drivers and resources required for service delivery. She regards engaging in this space 
as empowering for women's services as it enables them to consider their sustainability 
and mission into the future. The Manager describes taking on a business perspective 
to consider amalgamation as an opportunity to say: 
We actually don’t want to be in a position where we're not financially safe, 
that our framework isn’t safe, that the heart of the organisation isn’t safe. 
When considering the potential of business practices to move their organisation away 
from their mission and values, the Manager considered an organisational culture that 
is connected to values as a protective factor. 
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I think that the culture of an organisation remains heavy and present 
regardless. I think we've all been in organisational cultures where they don’t 
shift and change everything quickly. They're like established, and born and 
they have a personality of their own almost. And so, in going "If we move 
here, there's enough of us collectively that we're not going to lose sense of our 
heart." We're really driven by our mission.  
In saying this, the Manager also reflected that retaining organisational culture and 
connectedness to mission could be more difficult if there is a greater distance between 
the work on the ground and the leadership team making these decisions. The value 
placed on a collective and relatively flat management structure was also echoed by the 
Coordinator of Organisation A, who believed that this helped avoid some of the 
consequences of managerialism and created a service that was more responsive to its 
community. This view is also shared by Landsberg (2004) who sees a flat 
management structure and the involvement of service delivery staff in high-level 
board processes wherever possible as vital for ensuring commitment to mission.  
The processes of a smaller organisation amalgamating with Organisation B to ensure 
their survival involved a strategy of acquiescence, to imitate or mimic institutional 
models for organisational survival (Oliver, 1991). In this case, the institutional models 
for mergers or amalgamation have come from the business world into the not-for-
profit field where they are being discussed as examples of good or best practice. 
While imitating these models and the business language around them, the processes 
used have challenged and adapted the models to suit the mission and values of the 
organisation. Even though this organisation was accused of "selling out" by some of 
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its peers, the manager, board and staff undertook the process in a way that they felt 
honoured their values. 
Bringing business back to mission - Organisation C 
Organisation C is a large, faith-based organisation that employs over 2,000 people 
across Queensland. In 2010-11 it had an annual revenue of $157.3 million and a net 
asset base of $169.4 million. It is common in Australia for large not-for-profit 
organisations to be faith based and usually affiliated with one particular church. These 
not-for-profit organisations tend to run as a substantial business arm of the church, 
with the businesses predominately being the delivery of health, social and community 
services. Organisation C explicitly takes the view that they are not a church that runs 
a business, that they are first and foremost a church, with all of their activities being 
driven by a core Christian mission. Organisation C made this distinction after having 
observed and experienced how the mission of a successful and profitable business 
arm often drifts away from its original mission, the mission of the church. This drift 
occurs due to the survival and income generation imperatives that arise as 
organisations grow, and a diverse range of staff that are employed to deliver these 
activities.  
For religious organisations the consequence of this drift is an increasingly challenging 
internal tension to manage between the religious members of the organisation, whose 
participation is part of a calling or vocation, and the professional staff, who may be of 
a different or no faith, and bringing various sets of professional values, ethics and 
processes. Organisation C is not affiliated with a particular church and is a member-
based organisation with many churches as members. As a result, one of their biggest 
 42 
challenges is holding a mission that is broad enough for its religious members and 
professional staff that remains true to their Christian beliefs. To manage this diversity 
of people, views and beliefs, the organisation has done substantial work to re-examine 
their mission and define it broadly to encompass the work of all its members and 
staff. The Director of Mission describes what their mission means across different 
parts of the organisation:  
We don't talk about churches and aged care facilities or childcare facilities and 
so on or home group meetings or whatever, we talk about creating Kingdom 
access points. What does that mean people say? It means that this is a place 
where people can access all the attributes and qualities of what the Kingdom 
of God is about, or some of them. In an aged care facility, what are we 
interested in an aged care facility? That we deliver absolutely client-focused 
care that has the wellbeing of the client absolutely at the foremost. What do 
we do in our child protection services? We make sure that the needs of that 
child, the protection of that child, the development of that child or teenager or 
whatever it might be, are at the forefront. What do we do in our churches?  We 
make sure that the spiritual care of the people within our churches is the best 
that it can possibly be. And they're all different elements of what the Kingdom 
of God represents. Uplift and wellbeing, social justice for people, fairness, 
love, embracing other people, non-judgmental, and making sure that it's 
actually love that marks out what the Christian faith is about, not belief in 
doctrine. 
This broad conceptualisation of mission supports including multiple stakeholders and 
is enacted by strong leadership across the organisation. The refocusing of mission as 
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being central to Organisation C occurred two years ago, and has been resourced 
through a division of mission funded through income and assets not related to the 
delivery of human services. This investment of resources highlights the importance of 
aligning the work of the organisation to mission, and also the level of work required 
to implement it across a large organisation. Transitioning to this centralised mission 
has not been easy, with professional staff commenting that they did not wish to work 
for a church. But care has been taken by leadership and recruitment practices to 
communicate mission and to highlight its inclusiveness to those of other faiths or no 
religion. 
Organisation C's size and asset base creates an opportunity to refocus its activities 
around mission as they have access to necessary resources. By redefining their 
mission to be inclusive of all of the organisation's activities, they have extended their 
capacity for generating support and undertaking activities, which has been found to be 
central to organisation's adaptation, survival and growth (Minkoff & Powell, 2006). 
Interestingly, part of what Organisation C's mission is designed to do, is to bring the 
business practices associated with managing a large organisation into line with its 
mission and values. This not only connects people to a core purpose and set of values, 
but it also requires new processes and decisions to be considered in terms of 
organisational mission. While business practices are considered fundamental for 
managing a complex organisation and they are not viewed as being incompatible with 
mission, a conscious attempt is being made to incorporate them. The work of 
Organisation C can be viewed as an attempt to bring two institutional fields together - 
that of the not-for-profit community service organisations and that of Christian 
churches. The leaders of Organisation C are in effect working to create a new 
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institution or space in the field for faith-based organisations that provide care as a part 
of their mission.  
Organisational size and advocacy 
All of the organisations interviewed participate in advocacy activities to varying 
degrees. The size and resource base of the organisation may play a role in the 
opportunities and effects of advocacy. As a large organisation, Organisation C 
regularly engages with and lobbies government for policy change to provide better 
outcomes for the people they work with. Due to its size and age, representatives easily 
gain access to politicians to influence change. During the interview with the Director 
of Mission, the impression was given that this organisation had the luxury of 
fearlessness when it comes to advocacy, despite holding a number of government 
contracts. A strength and a power lent to them by their extensive resource base.   
Conversely, for Organisation B, employees have had to become more cautious in a 
conservative government environment. The Manager comments that: 
Our internal communications are pretty clear about being very cautious that 
you personally, you know, if you have an opinion, that it's your personal 
opinion. And people are very conscious of actually saying what they say. So 
there's big silencing of that stuff. And, you know, things that are more 
controversial in conservative climates are things like how do you support 
young women around termination of pregnancy and things like that. You 
know, what does that look like, to be business-savvy both with government 
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and with corporates? Who wants to know about women's experience about 
choice around birth and childbirth, yeah, things that you still don’t talk about. 
This statement indicates the considerable power of conservative politics and the 
silencing of women's issues. It also highlights the conflict between speaking out and 
keeping quiet to survive that is often faced by small and medium not-for-profit 
organisations. Even Organisation A, which successfully advocated to government 
around their service outputs and model remain unsure of the potential consequences 
of this advocacy to the survival of that program. These connections of organisational 
size to their capacity to advocate are supported by the findings of Minkoff and Powell 
(2006) and highlight an ongoing tension for organisations between maintaining a 
mission and practice around advocacy with organisational survival. For these 
organisations this relationship also highlights the importance of increasing 
sustainability to gain independence from government so they can advocate. This 
concern is fueling an increasing commercialization of the sector, however the impacts 
of this on organisations in an Australian context has yet to be fully explored. 
Nurturing staff and connecting them with mission 
All of the leaders interviewed highlighted the importance of supporting and nurturing 
their staff, and having them feel connected to mission and the work they are doing. 
For Organisations A and B, this is emphasised by their commitment to flat 
management structures keeping management decisions aligned with worker's 
experiences and observations through their work in people's lives. For leaders within 
larger organisations, part of this is about monitoring turnover and other HR statistics 
to determine what they are doing well and where things are going wrong. There was 
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an acknowledgement across those interviewed that keeping staff connected to mission 
was important. Communicating to staff about how business practices align with or can 
be adapted to suit organisational mission and values was extremely important. 
Language of business and industry 
The language used to describe and define the sector’s work has changed over 
the past two decades as competitive tendering has increased in sophistication 
along with contract management and the move to greater accountability and 
transparency. 
The sector has become more focused on governance, business performance, 
business development and organisational structure than ever before. It is rare 
in tendering that organisations do not have to display a high degree of capacity 
through strategic plans, business continuity and operational plans, capacity 
statements and clean audited financial reports for three consecutive years. 
- Extract from the Working Together paper 
Business rhetoric and language was present across all of the interviews to varying 
degrees and was heavily present in the Working Together paper. The use of business 
language is often discussed within the sector, which is reflected by a section in the 
Working Together paper concerning the use of industry language. The author of the 
Working Together paper comments that: 
We’ve borrowed sometimes inappropriate language from business as well and 
sometimes we’ve taken systems and processes and not been terribly smart 
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about implementing them within our cultural constraints. And as a sector, 
because we have borrowed indiscriminately, we get into some really boring 
conversation ... where people didn’t even like the word industry. And when 
you start asking them well what do they think an industry is, what does it look 
like? They’ll end up describing exactly what we do as an industry. But we’re 
curious in the sense that we’ll argue about we don’t use that language, we 
don’t use business language ... [but] in the same way that we inappropriately 
borrow without thinking some kind of business constructs and systems and 
processes, we equally allow ourselves to only use the language when it suits 
us. 
This suggests that the uncritical adoption of business language and processes causes 
friction among professionals in the field and within organisations. Yet because 
business rhetoric and practices are so dominant, business language continues to be 
used to legitimise organisations and their activities in particular contexts. Interviews 
with leaders suggest that business processes can be adapted and reframed in terms of 
organisational mission and that there is space for an intermingling of business acumen 
and mission. But to avoid suppressing the inherent tensions between the two, this 
space must be critically and actively created with an understanding of organisational 
culture, and how this culture is linked to mission. In doing this, the organisations 
interviewed actively acknowledged the tension between being business-like and 
having a social mission, and were able to move forward in a way that satisfied both.  
One organisation, Organisation A, used extremely limited business language, and 
instead used language that aligned with their service model. When describing how the 
organisation operates, the Coordinator commented: 
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So the capacity building framework is not only for the ... individuals that we 
work with, it’s also for the relationships of the organisation. So it’s about the 
organisation building its resources, relationships, knowledge, decision making.  
So seeing that with the organisation, with groups of people and with the 
individuals. 
This organisation has actively avoided business language, most likely due to its 
aversion to managerialism and new public management. However, to run the 
organisation and build its resource base, they have engaged in business processes and 
practices including the development of a substantial asset base. The avoidance of this 
business language may have created a space for the organisation to consider framing 
their work activities differently and in accordance with their mission. Sanders and 
McClellan (2012) argue that  
 using business-like terms to talk about nonprofit work suppresses potential 
 conflicts of meaning by advancing particular organizational understandings 
 that serve to limit the horizon of other ways to understand and practice 
 nonprofit organizing.(p. 13) 
This particular case example supports this assumption by suggesting that the 
deliberate avoidance of this language can create space for a unique way of 
understanding not-for-profit organising that reflects mission and values. 
Active and critical engagement with business processes 
All of the respondents displayed evidence of practice that involves an active and 
critical engagement with external structural pressures and how these impact 
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organisational survival and mission. While the time spent in this active and critical 
engagement must be balanced with time spent delivering on mission, it appears to be 
of critical importance when managing organisations through change. If time is not 
spent engaging with this tension, the risk of mission drift is high, which is part of 
what prompted those interviewed to engage with it - they did not want to find 
themselves delivering services or working with people in a way that was not true to 
their values. One respondent described the kind of relentless questioning that happens 
within an organisation as it grows: 
We don’t want to be too corporate. We've always been known to be grassroots 
and, you know, grounded. But we're not street based anymore. We're 
homelessness. But we're not homelessness, we're relationship-focused. Does 
our actual logo and brand, does it reflect who we are at the moment? Does it 
attract donations? How will we grow? Does it sit with our strategy with where 
we want to be and do we not lose sight of our heart with being corporatised? 
And are we appeasing government? Are we appeasing corporates? Are we 
buffing up and shining people's stories, you know, in a way to sell someone as 
opposed to just letting people get on with their lives, and they have the right to 
privacy and no invasion to them. They're not a marketed commodity. But they 
could be a marketed commodity. They could be really powering and 
empowering for people. We've got to give back by sharing those stories of 
hope. 
This type of questioning clearly reflects the tensions organisations face between 
staying true to their mission as they grow and survive in an increasingly business-like 
environment. There are no easy answers to these questions, and they are often a 
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source of significant tension and disagreement, yet they are often answered 
collectively by boards, managers and staff. This is what the tension in this field looks 
like in practice.  
Conclusion 
The findings of this research indicate that leaders in the field are engaging with the 
tension between being business-like and having a social mission both critically and 
creatively, and that this is being done across multiple levels. The development of a 
collective, industry-driven policy and practice change process reflects both the 
importance and impacts of this tension. This process also represents how leaders can 
act to change structural processes as well as their internal organisational processes 
and practices. Findings indicate that for organisations committed to their mission and 
values, managing this tension occurs daily and requires considerable thought and 
resources to be managed as organisations grow. 
Opportunities for future research 
As this project was limited in scope, there are a number of opportunities for future 
research and analysis. The sample size could be increased to examine the experience 
of organisations in other states. Organisations that have experienced significant 




The role of gender 
Given that the health and community services sector workforce is nearly 80 per cent 
female (Queensland Government, 2012), and that there is a comparably high 
proportion of men in management roles compared with other areas of industry, there 
is scope to apply a gender analysis to how leaders manage this tension. Especially in 
consideration of Burkett's (2011) analysis that: 
a core discourse underlying the advent of entrepreneurship as a force for social 
change is that the feminine ‘passion’ of the community sector needs to be 
tempered and disciplined by the masculine ‘rigour’ of business and market 
thinking in order to address some of its inherent weaknesses and create the 
‘real’ change that is necessary (p. 122). 
Conceivably, there is a gender-based dimension to the increasing dominance of 
business language and practices in the sector, which could be explored in future 
research. 
Marketing and branding 
All of the managers interviewed mentioned an increasing awareness of the need to 
build skills in marketing and communications. One respondent in particular used the 
language of branding and raised it as a constant consideration of the work they do to 
raise public support and gather resources. How the tension between social mission 
and being business-like plays out in the context of marketing and branding is a 
potential area for further research by communication scholars.  
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Contribution of this research 
Ultimately, this research highlights the importance of acknowledging the presence of 
this tension when supporting organisations to consider new practices to assist with 
their survival. The lack of literature or debate regarding this tension within the not-
for-profit field indicates that this it is largely suppressed, despite the level of energy 
and resources required to manage it. This research brings the importance of managing 
this tension to light and can stimulate further discussion in the field. These findings 
are also relevant in the fields of institutional theory and organisational studies and 
contributes an analysis of these issues from an Australian perspective. These findings 
may also have relevance in the study of social movements, particularly in regards to 
the lifecycle of organisations away from advocacy roles.   
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Appendix A - Coding Hierarchy 
• Sector pressures 
o Managerialism 





 Service orientation 
o Commercialization 
o Professionalization 
• Sector responses 
o Collaborative model 
o Incentives for change 
o Measuring outcomes 
o Promoting itself 
o Sector leadership 
o Service system 
o Shared purpose 
o Victim mode 
o Capacity building 
• Organisational pressures 
o Lack of flexibility 
o Managing risk 
o Contract compliance 
o Growth 
o Increasing costs 
o Lack of access to capital 
o Business development 
o Pressure to innovate 
o Volunteers/community 
engagement 
o Workforce management 
o Organisational survival 
• Organisational responses 
o Mission 










• Social justice 
o Alternative funding 
o Business focus 
o Capacity building 
o Transparency 
o Staff development 
o Research 
o Marketing 
o Service model 





o Community engagement and 
building 
o Competition 
o Adaptive flexibility 
o Internal focus 
o Leadership 
o Shared leadership 
o Understanding cost 
• Practitioner pressures 
o Shift from collective to 
individual 
• Practitioner responses 
o Building responses 
o Managing the tension 
o Practitioner values 
• Government responses 
o As funders  
o As partners 
o Reform 
• Outcomes 
o Client outcomes 




o Organistional size 
o Framing 
o Innovation 
o Proactive and strategic 
o Business/industry language 
o Sector-led reform 
o Impact 
o Leadership 
o Social justice 
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